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Site of California's Gold Discovery, January 24, 1848

What If There Had Been No Gold?

January 24, 1848

John A. Sutter



In order 1o solve the problem, the milrace had to be
deepenad all the way down 1o bedrock. Each day. therefore,
the mill workers and a numbey of Cullumah Indigns removed
boulders and dirt, At night, water was allowed to run
through the ditch to wash away loose debiris,

On the morning of January 24, 1848, while inspecting
the tailrace, Marshall spotted some shining flecks in the
water. He scooped them up and. after testing then with his
fingernail and pounding them with s rock, he placed them
n the crown of his hat and hurgied back to anpounce his
find to the others: “Boys.” he-said. "By god. I believe I
have found 4 gald mine.”

Skeptical, everyone tried various tests on the sub-
stance — pounding, bolling in lye. heating ~ but it passed
tliem @l Four days Jater, Marshall decided that he musi
tuke the news 1o Sutter,

When he arrived 31 the Fort with a sample of gold
wrapped up'in ahandkerchief| Sutter checked his encyclo-
pedis, made various tests and confirmed Marshall’s
conelusion.

Mindful of his investment in the mill and his desperate
need for Jumber, he and Marshall agresd 1o keep the news
secret until the mill was completed and in operation. After
all, they didn't know the extent of the deposits. Gold had
been discovered in California before, but the strike had
soon petered out.

But too many people already knew of Marshall’s find.
The secret could not be kept forlong. In fact, Sutter him-
self was among the: firsl:to let the cat out of the hag, and
the news soon reached Sam Brannan. one of the partners
who owned @ generl'store 4t the Fort.

Brannan was an elder in the Mormon Chureh, and most
af ‘the workmen a1 the mill were former members of the
Mormon Battulion. So when Brannin went to the mill 10
see [or himself. they readily gave him a fithe of the gold
they had obtined in, their spare time. When he got back to
Sin Francisco in the first part of May, Brannan paraded the
streets waving a quining bottle containing the gold and
shouting, “Gold, gold, gold. from the American River!™

Though many Califorpians hud heard umeors about the
gold discovery, it took Brannan's quinine bottle to convines

them. Once convinced, however, they acted promptly. By
June 1, San Francisco was reported to be “half empty” #5
the/uble-bodied males departed en masse for the mines. This
scene was repeated up and down California as people
everywhere responded to the irresistible cry.

And it wasn't long before the rest of the world heard
it. too. Confirmation: of the rumors for those in the East
was President Polk’s announcement of the find and, even
more convincing, 3 Tea caddy full of gold that was brought
back to Washington by an Army officer. Soon half the
world, had expetienced gold. fever: “A frenzy seized my.

soul. ., piles of pold rose up before me ay every step;
castles of marble. . . thousands of slaves. . . myriads of fair
virgins, . . the Rothschilds. Girards. and Astors appeared to

fite but poor people.”

The sawmill site at Coloma soan lost its peaceful,
wilderness aspect. By droplets, then rivulets, then torrents
the gold seekers arrived, and the town grew to a population
of several thousand. In the wake of the hopeful miners
came  storekeepers, doctors, girls, lawyers, gamblers,
ministers — all the services required to supply the miner
and relieve him of his burdensome gold dust:

From Coloma, the miners spread up the river tanyons
and into the mountdins. As news of rich strikes elsewhere
spread, and as the placer gold in the yicinily gave out,
Coloma gradually lost its eminence and, in 1857, the EI
Dorado County Seat was transferred to Placerville. By then,
the patient Chinese were almost the only miners working
and reworking the gravel bars near where Marshall had
made his historic find. Coloma became a peaceful
agticultural hamlet, specializing in grape growing.

James Marshall had come to Coloma in a roundabout
way, Born in New Jersey in 1810, he worked his way west
until he reathed Missouri. There he stayed for six years,
carving out a farm on the east bank of the Missouri River
and working as farmer and carpenter.

Eventually, however, he began to suffer from the
malarial fevers that plagued many otheriresidents of the
lowv-lying Missouri bottom lands. His doctor advised him to
seek a healthier climate; and so it was thar Marshall began
10 pay close attention to stories of California. People who
had been there were describing it as a sart of earthly
paradise. In 1844 Marshall joined & wagon train headed for
Oregon, In June 1845 he left for California with a small
party of would-be settlers.

He arrived at Sutter’s Fort in July and was immediately
hired by John Sutter. Craftsmen were scarce i California
and Macshiall had practical experience as a coaclebuilder,
carpenter, and general ‘mechanic. He was, by all accounts,
“handy™ at all kinds of carpentry and construction, Then
thirty-four years old, Marshall had completely recovered
fram his fevers and was anxious: to get back to farming. He
purchased a ranch on  Butte Creek, but ton<.
tinued to work for Sutter.

Alfter serying for over a yepr with the American forees
during their conguest of California in 1846, Marshall
retumed home (o discover his caitle strayed. or stolen.
Nearly penniless — he colleated the prinicely sum of §36 for
his Army service — he went back to Sutter's Fort looking
for work. Sutter was delighted to see him again and, helore
Jong, put him to the task of looking for  site for the
famgous sawmill.

After the discovery of gold, Marshall claimed owner-
ship of a good portion of the Coloma Valley, bur hefore
{ong there were just too many would-be gold miners in the
area, In July 1848 Governor Mason visited Coloma and es-
timated the population at 4.000. Marshall wus employed
as 4 prospector by several miners during 1848 and' also
prospected on his owni At times, however, his steps were
dogged by less experienced prospectors who hoped that he
would Jead them to another strike. Some even believed that
fie had' special powers of divination #nd! threatened him
with violence if he refused to help them find gold. Fearing
for his life, he stayed away from Coloma for six months.

He was an inactive pariner in the sawmill after 1848
and his partners had trouble gerting along with him. Despite

i)

fantastically high prices for lumber, thece were management
problems 4nd the mill was soon entangled in legsl difficlu-
ties. 1t was abandened and remained useless after 1850,

Marshall spent the next few years prospecting and
doing carpentry work. He was eager to find a vein on' which
to try his method of extracting gold from quartz. During
this peritd He was forced 10 sell his ranch in order to settle
his:acoumulated debrs.

In 1857, Marshall returned to Coloma and bought
fifteen acres of lund for $15, He set out a vineyard on the
hillside above the cemetery and built & cabin near the
Catholic Church. He and a partner by the name of Hutchins
made furniture, saddle trees, rockers, water whegls, and
toffins. He spent a [ot of money onnew and exotic varieties
of grapevines, dug a long cellar and began to make wine for
sale.

By 1860 his vines were doing so well that he received
an award for his entry i the county fair, but in the late
1860s a lessening ‘demand for fruit, high taxes, and
incrensed competition sent him prospecting again.

During the 1860s Marshall became part owner of a
quartz mine near Kelsey. His partner, William Burke, per-
suaded him 1o go on a lécture tour to supply the funds
needed for development of the mine. But neither the' tour
nor the hy that Burke ished were i 1l
successful. The tour ended in Kansas City where Marshall
found himself penniless and unable to continue. As-a phil-
anthropic gesture, Leland Stanford paid Marshall's fare to
New Jersey where he visited his mother and sister. They
were happy to see him. but were shocked by his poverty,
his many eccentricities, his short temper and his heavy
reliance on liquor, After a few months he retumed to
Kelsey und took up residence in the Union Hotel.

In 1872, after several unsuccessful sttempts, a bill was
passed by the state legislature that provided Marshall with
4/$200a-month pension for two years, Marshall used the
money to pay some of hig debts and equip 2 blacksmitl
shop close beside the Union Hotel in Kelsey. The state pen-
sion was reduced 1o $100 a month in 1874 and renewed in
1876, hut allowed to lapse in 1878 after sharp Criticism of
Marshall’s personal habits — especially his weakness for
liquor, Legend has it that whon Marshall came to testify on
his own behalf hefore the State Assembly in 1878, a brandy
bottle dropped out of his pocket and rolled along the floor.

Over the next few vears, Marshall continued to work in
his' blacksmith shop ‘and in the two small gold mines he
owned near Kelsey, He was a regular 4t the local saloon and
sometimes walked from Kelsey to Coloma or Georgelown
10 visit friends, drink, and sovialize, He also made frequent
trips [0 Placerville for social purposes and oecasionally went
48 far as Sacramento or San Francisco.




The Legislature voted $9,000 rto erect a monument |
honoring the gold discoverer, and thousands attended its
dedication in May 1890. Marshall’s statue still overlooks
Coloma, pointing to the spot on the American River where

it all started. The bronze-coated zinc statue was cast in San
Francisco in 1889.

Marshall dedication, May 1890.
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